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AH AMERICAN HOSPITAL SHIP STANDS OFF THE LANDING BEACH AT IWO JIMA TO TAKE ON SOME OF THE 1$ p 308 MARINES WOUNDED IN THE FOUR-WEEK BATTLE 


THE BATTLEFIELD OF IWO 

AN UGLY ISLAND BECOMES A MEMORIAL TO AMERICAN VALOR 


O f all the places where Americans have fought, 
none looks so much like a poet's nightmare of 
a battlefield as Two Jima, the bare. ugh . sulphur* 
ous spot of land where 4,700 marines were killed 
and missing and another 15,308 were wounded* 
In only one offensive action, Pickett’s charge up 
Cemetery Hill at Gettysburg, has so great a per* 
cent age of casualties ever been suffered by Ameri* 
can fighting men, On ihe battlefield of Two Jima 
the Pacific war reached a peak of concentrated fe¬ 
rocity. It was a terrifying distillation of the kind of 
battle the Marines had learned to fight at Tarawa, 
Palau and other small hut valuable Pacific islands. 

On eight-square-mile Two, men rediscovered, 
as Marine Correspondent S/Sgt. David Dempsey 
wrote, ‘'something that has almost been forgot¬ 
ten: there are places where there is no use send- 
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ing bombs and shells to do a job. Instead you must 
send men, alone and willing to die. 11 The laps were 
deadly serious about keeping I wo Jima. The Ma¬ 
rines took it away from them because the Marines 
were even more serious about getting Two Jima. 

After the lighting was over LIFE Photographer 
W. Eugene Smith, who had covered the whole 
operation, went hack over the island to record the 
famous places of this historic battlefield. His pic¬ 
tures appear on ihese pages* 

For a month Iwo was one of the most densely 
populated eight square miles in the world, with 
10,000 men to the square mile. Tl then became 
one of the most densely populated cemeteries in 
the world, with 20.000 dead Japs and 4,100 dead 
marines. Bui Two has always seemed a place bet¬ 
ter suited to death than life. Its southern end is a 


sulphur-steaming volcano, about as high (546 ft,) 
as Li I tie Round Top at Gettysburg, This runs into 
a bottleneck slag heap of line volcanic dust, w hich 
rises toward a plateau about as high as Cemetery 
Ridge at Gettysburg, w here a little kunai grass 
and a sickly salt bush grnw r , At the north end it 
becomes a jungle of tumbled stone wreathed in 
clouds of sulphur steam. 

All this had been spotted by the laps with invis¬ 
ible thousands of pillboxes, honeycombed eaves 
and tunnels. Some of these w ere up to 1,800 yards 
long, had 14 entrances. Brave men had to go in 
after the Japs, trading lives fur pillboxes. More 
than half of the assault troops became casualties* 
"Among the Americans who served on Two Is¬ 
land, 11 said Admiral Chester Nimitz’s final commu¬ 
nique, "uncommon valor was a common virtue,” 
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FROM THIS BLOCKHOUSE! IN FACE QE THE RIDGE OVERLOOKING THE MARINES* BEACHHEAD, 4,7-lN* GUN AND DEAD JAP <LEFT> SHELLED EVERYTHING THAT MOVED. 
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WHY THE PRICE WAS 
SO BITTERLY HIGH 


The beach that shows through the blockhouse apcr* 
ture in ihe picture above was the only place on I wo 
where the Marines could land. The Marines knew 
tins. So did the Japs who placed the blockhouse so 
that every marine who landed on the beach was at 
the open mercy of its guns. 

There were many blockhouses Kkc this and many 


caves* Some eaves ran hundreds of feet into the 
rock. The Jap gun and mortar crews would pop out 
of the cave mouth, fire a few shots, pop back again. 
When Marines overran one cave mouth, the Japs 
fought in the recesses or skittered out a rear exit. 
These Japs were abnormally large, often six feet 
tall, the cream of the Jap army. Their commander. 
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THIS, LIKE OTHERS, HAD TO EE TAKEN BY MARINES IN PERSON WITH GRENADES, FLAME THROWERS, SATCHEL CHARGES, SOMETIMES AT COST OF A WHOLE COMPANY 


potbellied Lieut, General Tadamichi Kuribayashi, 
had announced,”, , . This island is the front line 
that defends our mainland, and f am going Lo die 
here,” He did, leading a charge at the very last. 

Three Marine divisions, all under Lieut. General 
Holland M. ("Howlin' Mad") Smith, landed on the 
southeast beach Feb. 19 and 21; Erskine’s 3rd, 


Cates’s 4lh and Hockey’s 5th. The battle was very 
nearly lost the first day, but by Feb. 23 the 5th Di¬ 
vision had stormed the volcano. On the 27th Gen¬ 
eral Smith thought the fighting would he over in a 
few days. Six limes the 4th Division took the com¬ 
manding northern Hill 382 ("Meat Grinder”) and 
five times lost it. The sixth company that tried it 


lost sis company commanders and ceased to exist 
as a company, but il took Hill 382. H was not until 
March 15 that the American flag was raised over 
tile entire island and Jap rule legally suspended in 
the Volcano Islands of the Tokyo Prefecture of Ja¬ 
pan. And on March 26,200 Japs suddenly made ap¬ 
pearance, overran the airfield before they were killed. 

Bahan dengan 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE 95 





HEADQUARTERS on Hill 382 was probably ibis three-tiered blockhouse with five-foot walls* 
Tank finally opened a hole. Satchel charge enlarged it and flame-throwing tank polished it off* 
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H ILL 382 held the Japs 1 left flank firm for five bloody days and raked the whole 
American position* Now its summit is littered with shattered banyan trees and 


ISLAND SEEMED LIKE 
BEACHHEAD ON HELL 


Two jima conveyed a sullen sense of evil to all the 
Americans w ho saw it for the first time. The cold, 
wet winds loaded with fine volcanic dust,, the blaz¬ 
ing tropical sun. the shifting volcanic sand that slid 
back into foxholes and clotted firing mec hail isms, 
the rotten-egg smell of sulphur, the heaving, steam¬ 
ing ground, the 20-fool surf, ihe bats called "slit¬ 


faced” and "trumpet-eared,” all combined to make 
the marines feel that at last they had established a 
beachhead on hell. The 20,000 Japs who died there, 
plus the few dozen who were taken prisoner, did 
their utmost to confirm this impression. The Air 
Forces and Navy had tried by 74 days of bombing 
and three days of shelling to pulverize the Japs hut 



“MEAT GRINDER H ILL'* loonis above amphitheater. Across here Marines charged again and 
again. This was highest hill on northern end. Dark spots are cave entrances, concealing death* 


MARINES BLOW UP CAVE connected with the blockhouse at top left. Man 
at right has just leaned on plunger. Several Japs had just been seen darting 


















Marine ammunition cases. Jap defense was skillful, it avoided fruitless suicide 
charges. Marines found Jew dead Japs. Japs buried them or pulled them back. 



SULPHUR SPRINGS boiled uiicrmitiently under 3rd Division, holding llic een ter, Marines 
healed rations on litem. Whole island sputtered, chasing Japs out of caves too hot for them. 


they squatted relatively unscathed In lheir fortifica¬ 
tions until the marines came after them in person. 
The Japs sometimes fought in the uniforms of dead 
marines and sneaked out at night to booby-trap the 
bodies of the American dead, 

The U.3. dead and wounded on I wo were more 
mangled than usual because most casualties were 


from mortar fire. Even doctors sustained heavy casu¬ 
alties because the whole island was continuously 
within range of both sides. Since a unit had no place 
to go when "relieved,” it simply stayed in its 
foxholes,and let another unil fight ahead through it. 

There were only two pleasant or useful things 
about Iwo. One was a red clay that made a good air¬ 


strip surface. The other was a creeping little purple 
flower* But the Japs begrudged losing this inhospi¬ 
table fragment of land. Admission of utter defeat 
finally came in the Tokyo radio’s agonized weasel: 
"American Marines have gradually penetrated Jap¬ 
anese strongholds and consequently the communi¬ 
cations have more or less the tendency to stop.” 



into cave, Hereabouts on eastern side of island there had been a patch of ban¬ 
yan jungle before bombardment. This is full shot of picture shown on cover. 



BOAT BASIN at end of beachhead shows damage inflicted oil Jap craft by bombing. Wooden 
Jap landing craft seem lar inferior to U. S. equipment In background is pari of invasion armada. 








SURItiACH I VOLCANO ON SOUTHERN TIP IS WHERE SOME JAPS JUMPED INTO SEA. MARINES WERE MOPPING UP BEACH JN FOREGROUND EIGHT DAYS AFTER LANDING 


ISLAND OF VIOLENCE 
RUMBLED & SMOKED 
WHILE THE JAPS DIED 


This place of violence, Iwo Jiniu, was born in vio¬ 
lence less than 10,000 years ago when it was blown 
up off the ocean floor* Japan took it over in 1891* 
Tw o near-by islands, north and south of it, blew up 
a little higher, hut Two alone developed a flattish 
plateau* It lies north of SuribacM volcano, shown 
above* Still another island popped up near by in 
1904, sank out of sight in 1906. One of the world’s 
youngest islands, I wo was still growing, in rum¬ 
blings and belches, when the Marines arrived. 

Most of the island ran he seen in air view below, 


which looks south. Farthest airfield is Motoyama 
One, the bomber field which must be enlarged for 
L. S. use* Nearer, on edge of the plateau, is Molo- 
yama Two, probably for fighters. Near this field a 
third field was being leveled by Japs on the plateau. 
Hill 382 (number refers lo height in feet) stands 
beyond Motoyama Two field overlooking farther 
shore in center of picture. Smoke is from sulphur 
springs. Ruins of villages of Motoyama, Higashi 
(East) and Minami surround the central airfield, but 
all thousand prewar civilians had been evacuated. 



MARINES FOUGHT FROM THE FAR END, OUT OF THE DISTANT BOTTLENECK. INTO PLATEAU AT THIS END. LAST SPOTS OF JAP RESISTANCE WERE IN FOREGROUND 
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5TH DIVISION CEMETERY is where a good many of the division died* The marines 
here are reading the names of friends. In one of these graves lies Gunnery Sgt. John 
Bh si lone, holder of Congressional Medal of Honor, killed about noon of D-Day after 


knocking out five blockhouses in charge up beach toward first airfield (sec next page). 
The 5th Division took its punishment around the volcano and along western shore of 
the island. Marines mil probably leave graves here if I wo becomes a U- S- possession. 
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FINAL VICTORY IS NOW 
A LONG STEP NEARER 


Frightful as was the price of Iwo Jima, il took the 
war a very long way toward Japan. The marines 
who hied there gave their country a strong sword 
against ihe enemy and saved the lives of many 
times their number of other Americans. On Iwo 
great bombers will refuel and take off for the bom¬ 
bardment of the farthest reaches of Japan. Fleets 


of fighters will rise to protect the bombers, to sup¬ 
port American fleet actions and amphibious land¬ 
ings in the East China Sea and to patrol and ro 
connoiter there. 

The capture of Two brought two immediate bene¬ 
fits. It wiped out a critical Jap radar oulpost which 
had been warning Japan of the approaching U.S. 
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THE HOP 72$ MILES TO SAIPAN. THE B-24 IN THE AIR IS ONE OF MANY THAT DROPPED SUPPLIES DURING BATTLE. FROM IWO 6-24s CAN EFFICIENTLY BOMB JAPAN 


bombers. And by last week more than 50 R-29s on 
their way home from Japan had put in at Two’s 
airfield. But for I wo, they would have ditched in 
the ocean, which stretches another 725 miles until 
the airfields of Saipan. Those 50 mean 500 Amer¬ 
ican men and 130,000,000 in weapons. The ma¬ 
rines bought and paid for those men and weapons. 


Two bad thus become the newest of that far-flung, 
strangely assorted collection of l .S. air bases from 
Baffinland to Ascension Island, to the Persian Gulf 
and China. The U.S. has as yet given no indication 
whether it plans to keep Iwo after the war. Relum¬ 
ing from Iwo last week, Robert E, Sherwood, tem¬ 
porary special assistant to the Secretary of the Navy, 


said. I hope and pray we will hold onto the islands 
we paid such a tremendous price to win,” 

After the war the tortured battleground of Iwo 
may not be an appealing tourist attraction. But for 
Americans it will always have undying majesty. 
Here American men walked steadily into their graves 
for a cause that they would not agree to abandon. 
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